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RECAPITULATING
Barry Castro
I will be sixty this spring and my urge to see things at a distance seems to grow. I
know better than I did when I was young that I can never rid myself of all the distortions I
bring with me. I know too that it is necessary to try. It seems right that I have come to
study ethics in the last decade. Ethics requires a taste for recapitulation that comes more
easily as we get older.
I have been teaching for thirty five years and writing about teaching and about
schools for more than twenty of them. I am unable to resist one more opportunity to
speak out. I know that it is a good deal harder to listen-not least for me-and that our
inability to hear each other can make the quest for collegial dialogue illusory .
Nonetheless, I believe we are generally aware of being in an unusually desirable
situation. This is not a large faculty. We are uncommonly committed to inquiry. I do not
doubt our moral intentions. We have more time to deliberate with each other than most
people. There is even a considerable amount of mutual respect abroad. Despite all that,
we seem to be strikingly unable to consider our collective purpose-much less able to act
in a way intended to realize it. Our dilemma is sobering because it mirrors a larger and
much more intractable dilemma outside the university .
Writing of another college, one which I helped begin in 1970, I suggested that
faculty " ... views of the college were filtered through views of ourselves as no-nonsense
managers, revolutionary activists, defenders of civilized values, nationalists, serious
classroom teachers, educational innovators, and others. They became the vehicles for a
self-righteous contentiousness which often substituted for professional self-discipline and
constructive collegial interaction." (Castro, "Hostos: Report From a Ghetto College",
Harvard Education Review. May, 1974). At Grand Valley we too organize ourselves as
defenders of the faith (variously emphasizing scientific rigor, western culture, or
democratic values). We too may see ourselves as fighters for justice (variously
emphasizing class or culture or gender or race). We too may see ourselves as guardians of
institutional integrity emphasizing bureaucratic order or due process. Neither at Hostos
nor at Grand Valley, neither then nor now, does it seem at all easy to penetrate those
defenses sufficiently for us to hear each other. Again a note from my report on Hostos:
When institutional survival depends on recurrent compromises of
institutional values, and when the original values must nevertheless be at
least ritualistically reiterated to retain the institution's social legitimacy, a
certain degree of dissonance is inevitable. In such situations, faculty will
typically protect themselves from a personal sense of dissonance by
retreating to narrow self-definitions which permit them to avoid
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responsibility for institutional policy as a whole.
That problem too, it seems to me, is with us here. In 1979, I wrote that we-the
first person plural referred to William James, one of the cluster colleges then thriving at
Grand Valley-may come to regard academic ambition " ...to be both rare and dangerous:
rare because schools like other social institutions, will find it much easier to reinforce the
attitudes and traits of those who come to them than to undertake to transform these
attitudes and traits;· dangerous because of the risk of presumption and elitism and being
wrong, and the equally serious risk of being right but ineffectual and futile". (a
memorandum to Dean Tinsley on the essence of William James College, 13 February
1979). If we have experienced the frustration all this involves once or twice we are
tempted to leave well enough alone-to resign from the fray. Perhaps we are always
tempted by a retreat to private concerns. We hesitate to do that because it is hard for most
of us to believe our students would be served by an abdication of faculty responsibility
for our schools.
In 1989, writing of the increasing presence of business ethics courses in business
curricula like that of the Seidman School where I have taught the course since it was
introduced, I suggested that " ...an attempt to teach business ethics which is not applied to
the context in which it is being taught, is in my view likely to be seriously flawed ... :
[that] in the absence of efforts to bring the abstract lessons of ethical inquiry to bear on
those matters which students and faculty can act upon, the underlying message is likely to
be that ethical inquiry is not intended to interfere with business as usual, either in the
school or the "real world" ... ; [that] both students and faculty may be frightened of the
open-endedness of such exploration, or the unforseen consequences of whatever actions
the exploration leads to, and [that] they may correctly choose to act very
conservatively ... " I noted that " ... conservatism can justify neither cognitive denial nor an
· across-the-board abdication of responsibility." Responsible action, I suggested, would
" ...require and investment of time, a willingness to entertain serious collegial differences,
and an implicit commitment to accept outcomes that may not be welcome-potentially
substantial costs in order to assume a responsibility that is not likely to be externally
rewarded." (Castro, "Business Ethics and Business Education: A Report from a Regional
State University" Journal ofBusiness Ethics, 1989).

These very parallel concerns about the difficulty of responsible self-scrutiny at
three different schools, Eugenio Maria de Hostos of the City University of New York,
and Grand Valley's William James College and Seidman School of Business, and other
related papers and presentations led me to some consulting work on curricular
development elsewhere and even, I believe to some effect on changes in policy. However,
as far as I know, they had almost no impact at the schools at which I was teaching.
Neither, so far as I can tell now, did my long tenure on Grand Valley's General Education
Committee.

It is not difficult to feel stuck. Czeslaw Milosz wrote something worth
remembering about that feeling.
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The complexity and chameleonlike mutability beneath seemingly simple,
well-known forms spreads all over the earth, and to write about the present
is to act like the blind man who, touching the elephant's trunk, proclaimed
that the elephant is long and snakelike. The only thing of which I am
certain is my amazement. Amazement that there is something like
America and that humanity still exists though it should have exterminated
itself long ago or perished from starvation, from epidemics, or from the
poisons it excretes. But amazement belongs to silent contemplation and
whenever I take up my pen which itself pretends to knowledge, since
language is composed of affirmations and negations, I consider this only
as an exorcism of the evil spirits of the present time. (Czeslaw Milosz.
"Biblical Heirs and Modem Evils" in Thomas C. Wheeler (editor) The
Immigrant Experience (Penguin, 1971 ).
We do exist. There is work to be done here and a good deal that is worth
celebrating too. We do not know enough to despair. We need to be very careful to hear
each other out. We need to be aware that we cannot grasp the whole of Milosz's
elephant-that we need each other's incomplete reports to make what sense we can of it.
I take this number of the Grand Valley Review to be part of that process and I am pleased
to be included.
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